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— One —

 

Falen Senesca would die in fifteen minutes, although he didn’t know it. The head of the Senesca Ranching Corporation was doing his last round of the main ranch compound before going to bed. He alone remained awake at this time of night, but the habit was so ingrained he couldn’t sleep unless he visited every building and checked the doors. Finally, at oh-one-hundred hours, Senesca entered the sprawling single-story residence at the heart of the ranch and headed for his bedroom.

That was the signal the attackers waited for. They’d not only observed the ranch for several nights running but had also infiltrated a few of theirs as casual labor now that it was harvest time. Some deportees from Celeste, generally referred to as deps, sought seasonal work to supplement the government benefits that kept them idle for the rest of the year, making it common to find them engaged in legitimate, albeit menial, jobs.

Invisible to the naked eye, dark shadows crept through the fields around the compound, closing in on it beneath a sky heavy with clouds and short on the natural illumination usually provided by Garonne’s moons and the stars. The scent of rain hung heavily in the air, yet it held off so far, save for a few droplets here and there. The attackers would have preferred a torrential downpour to further mask their approach, but humanity still hadn’t gained control of the weather on Garonne or any other human-occupied world.

But it didn’t matter. Security on this ranch, like on others in the area, was virtually non-existent. They were too far from the nearest city, Tianjin, to attract any dep riffraff looking for items they could steal and resell. Deps, by and large, were opportunists whose high time preference and low impulse control made them undesirables on Celeste. And so, the mother world had deported them to its colony, Garonne, while it still held sway. They mainly were petty criminals, those with a propensity for violence, the unemployable, the lazy, the ones with subnormal intelligence, and the troublemakers. They preferred preying on each other and those living in the cities rather than traveling out into the deep countryside looking for victims.

Until this night.

As they neared the compound, they coalesced into groups, one for each occupied structure. Two per team moved ahead of the others and pulled out spray cans. They crept up on sensors attached to the sides of the buildings and encased them in rapidly setting foam, effectively rendering them useless. Everyone froze, listening for alarms, but they heard nothing. The compound remained as still as before.

Then, more shadows detached themselves from each group and placed small explosive charges on the door locks while the teams got ready to rush inside their assigned targets. Immediately after they confirmed their readiness through radio communication, the charges exploded in unison, producing subdued, muffled thuds as the attackers' leader remotely set off their detonators.

The doors were blown open, and they silently entered, weapons at the ready.

In the laborers’ bunkhouse, the deps who’d infiltrated the ranch had already begun cutting throats by the time the team assigned to it entered the first of four sleeping bays. The team leader quickly dispatched his people to the others, and two dozen men and women died in their sleep, blood pooling on the floor beneath their beds. Then, he led his team back out into the open and had them take up a defensive arc facing the sole road connecting the Senesca ranch to the rest of Garonne.

Things didn’t go quite as smoothly in the two-story apartment building housing the ranch’s permanent employees, and firefights broke out inside, killing four attackers. The rest withdrew after tossing high-powered incendiaries into the ground floor units and then picking off those who tried to escape the subsequent blaze.

But the attack almost unraveled in the main house, where the extended Senesca family lived. Falen, the patriarch, woke immediately at the sound of the lock being blown, even though it made no more noise than a book falling on the floor. He was out of bed within moments, hand reaching for the blaster he kept in his night table drawer, and then he glanced through the window.

“What the hell?” He muttered, seeing black shadows move around outside. Then, he noticed windows in the apartment building briefly lighting up multiple times and recognized it as plasma fire due to his experience in the Marines four decades ago.

“Alarm!” He shouted, rushing into the hallway. “We’re under attack.”

He opened the door to his wife’s bedroom and, when he saw she was stirring, said, “Arm yourself and get the grandkids into the basement, love.”

Falen Senesca then rushed to his eldest son’s room and found him already up and brandishing a gun while his daughter-in-law was hastily pulling on a pair of trousers.

“Come on. I’m sure they blew the front door lock.”

His youngest son erupted through a door, also armed. 

“What the hell is going on, Dad?”

“There are a lot of people outside, and they’re shooting up the apartments. I have no doubt they’re even now entering this house.”

With Falen in the lead, they headed for the living room and came face-to-face with a dozen figures dressed in black. Falen instinctively double-tapped the first one while his eldest son shot the second. The three backed up around a corner as the intruders returned fire, winging the youngest son, who barely suppressed a gasp of pain.

“I’ve called the police,” Falen’s wife shouted behind them.

“They’ll take at least what? Twenty minutes? We’re on our own, love,” Falen said over his shoulder.

A small black cylinder flew through the air and rolled to the bend in the corridor. Before any of the men could react, it burst into flames, momentarily blinding them, and drove them back.

“Incendiary,” Falen said, shielding his eyes with his left forearm. “That stuff will burn until it’s good and done, and it’ll be done when everything is ashes. We have to get out of the house.”

As if to underscore his words, wall hangings began to burn, as did the wooden floor, and they turned.

“Get the grands, love. We’re escaping through the back door.”

“And what if the bad guys are waiting for us there?”

“Then we’ll fight our way through.” Falen Senesca sounded determined, but he felt panic gnaw at his gut, the sort he’d never experienced before. He was nothing if not a realist and knew their chances of escape were dwindling rapidly.

Still, Senesca led them through the house, picking up both sons’ wives and the five grandchildren, varying in age from five to sixteen along the way while flames grew behind them. Just as he reached the back door, he heard a muffled thump, and it swung open, revealing two black-clad figures who hosed the hallway with plasma fired from military-style carbines.

Falen Senesca died first. His sons a few seconds later, followed by the rest of the family. One attacker tossed an incendiary device through the door, and then both turned on their heels and vanished into the night, leaving the flames to consume the Senesca family’s bodies.

Within minutes, two of the buildings were aflame, lighting the night, but no one remained to watch them burn — the intruders were gone, leaving nothing but dead bodies behind, including those of their own fallen.

The quick reaction group from the 27th Federation Constabulary Regiment’s Tianjin Battalion arrived twenty minutes later aboard armored aircars bearing the Constabulary’s scales of justice balanced on a downward-pointing arrow insignia. By then, any trace of the attacking force had faded as they dispersed to the four winds aboard ground vehicles.

“No life signs, sir,” the sensor tech said, glancing over his shoulder at Inspector Mando Trenor, who was in charge of the QRG and sat behind him in the command aircar.

“Damn.” Trenor’s face hardened as he contemplated what he’d find once they got there. They’d seen the burning buildings from a fair distance and feared the worst. “All units, this is QRG Leader, land at the center of the compound.”

The six aircars settled, dropped aft ramps, and disgorged armored constables carrying plasma weapons. They quickly dispersed under their sergeants to check out the various structures.

“QRG Leader, this is QRG Two,” one of them said a few moments after entering the bunkhouse. “You need to come and see this.”

Inspector Trenor hurried over, and the moment he entered, he felt bile rising in his throat. Pools of blood were coagulating on the floor beneath the cooling bodies whose heads lay at unnatural angles.

“There’s two dozen of them, sir, dead with their windpipes sliced through.” The sergeant’s tone, though soft, mixed horror with anger. “And another six beds that were in use but their occupants have vanished.”

“Horrible.” Trenor shook his head in dismay. “Begin collecting their IDs and DNA samples, but leave them in place until we’ve recorded every square centimeter of this building.”

“Yes, sir.”

Trenor exited the bunkhouse and hurried to where another of his squads had deployed a firefighting hose they’d found in the small structure housing the wellhead and water pump and were spraying down the staff apartment block. But it seemed like a vain effort. The entire building was on fire, and as he watched, he saw the second floor collapse, sending sparks everywhere.

“Any idea how many people died in there?” He asked the sensor tech who’d been following him around, recording the actions taken by the QRG for Trenor’s report.

“Based on the information available, seventy-two individuals resided on the ranch. Of these, thirty were in the bunkhouse, and eleven were Senesca family members. Therefore, if our records are accurate, it means that thirty-one people lived in the apartment block. From the bodies surrounding the doors, it can be concluded that none of them escaped alive. That leaves the six unaccounted for from the bunkhouse, who may have infiltrated the ranch on behalf of the attackers and left with them.”

“Sixty-six innocents murdered in cold blood.” Trenor shook his head again. “How the hell is that possible in this day and age? It’s a massacre.”

Just then, the radio came to life. “Tianjin QRG Leader, this is Niner. I’m headed your way. Status report, over.”

Trenor groaned inwardly at hearing the voice of Chief Superintendent Kyra Bain, the 27th Constabulary Regiment’s commanding officer. It figured she’d be up at oh-one-hundred hours and coming to see the mess that was the Senesca ranch for herself. Bain, newly promoted to command the 27th, still liked to be at the center of the action instead of letting her subordinates deal with matters themselves. She wasn’t a bad CO, but often got in the way.

“Niner, Tianjin QRG Leader here. We’re at the Senesca ranch. No life signs. Twenty-four bodies in the bunkhouse, throats slit. Staff apartment block and main house on fire, burning beyond any hope of control. We suspect that sixty-six out of the seventy-two individuals living here have been killed. The other six appear to have vanished.”

Silence filled the air as Bain processed the information. Then, in a more subdued tone, she said, “Thanks, QRG Leader. I’ll be there in ten minutes. Niner, out.”
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— Two —

 

“This is one hell of a mess.” Mike Verrill, president of soon-to-be fully sovereign Garonne, kicked a piece of charred wood as he studied the Senesca family home or, rather, its ruins. The sun had barely risen when he’d shown up in his official aircar, escorted by a squad of officers from the Iskellian Police Service. The bodyguards had become necessary in recent times because of an upsurge in terrorist activities. Or so the Iskellian police chief thought. Verrill, tall, powerfully built, with a salt-and-pepper beard framing a square face, wore the clothes of an ordinary laborer and would easily have been mistaken as such. But anyone looking into his eyes would have seen steely determination and hints of a veteran insurgent’s ten-thousand-meter stare.

“It is that, sir,” Chief Superintendent Bain, standing beside him, replied. Stocky, with short black hair and deep-set, watchful brown eyes framing a strong nose, she wore the Constabulary’s gray working uniform with her rank insignia, two diamonds, and an oak leaf wreath on the collar. “I don’t even know how to begin dealing with it. The satellite surveillance showed a dozen ground vehicles, old junk without registration beacons, leaving the area, mostly heading for Tianjin. We have constables looking for them, but I don’t hold up much hope. The perpetrators would have hidden or discarded the vehicles by now and dispersed. As for the bodies of the permanent employees and family, we’ll be lucky to recover anything identifiable. Preliminary investigation indicates they used incendiary devices, and those burn hot enough to cremate human beings.”

“But why attack a peaceful ranch?” Verrill turned to glance at Bain, incomprehension evident on his rugged face.

She shrugged. 

“Because it’s isolated and far from the nearest law enforcement in Tianjin. Or at least far enough to act before the QRG makes it out of the barn.”

“I meant, why shift away from targeting government facilities? So far, that's everything they - whoever they may be - have done. But now they escalated drastically by committing something that I can only qualify as a massacre. Sixty-six civilians murdered in the space of minutes, with the ones whose bodies weren’t burned beyond any recognition having their throats slit as they lay in their beds.”

Bain mentally scoffed. The situation was glaringly obvious, and she was well aware that Verrill had once led a group of guerrillas more than a decade ago in a rebellion against Celeste's colonial government. He even achieved partial success by obtaining home rule for the colony after a nasty insurrection, so he should be well acquainted with the techniques involved. Perhaps he’d forgotten. Or, more likely, he’d never targeted civilians in his day, only government officials and militia personnel. An ethical revolutionary, so to speak.

But she merely said, “The insurgents, terrorists — call them what you like — are deliberately upping the ante, sir. If they hit one ranch, they can hit any of the hundreds on Garonne, and that’ll spread fear like wildfire, threaten the food supply, and stretch my and the local police resources past the breaking limit. We still don’t know who they are, except a portion of them are obviously deps skilled at disappearing among the wider dep population.”

Verrill snorted angrily. 

“Ah, yes. The damned deps. Celeste’s revenge for having to grant us home rule. That decision by the Commonwealth Supreme Court gave us the worst possible outcome back then. No full independence, no more Celeste-funded militia to keep order, and no way to stop Celeste from dumping even more of their undesirables on us. We’re well rid of the corrupt lot, even though their actions will still bedevil us for a long time.”

“At least the flow stopped once Garonne seceded along with the rest of the Federation two years ago, leaving Celeste behind, sir.”

“No doubt, but they sent us enough of them in the years immediately before secession to ensure we’ll be dealing with deps and all the problems they cause for generations. And now that we've declared we won't provide them with benefits to remain idle all day long once Garonne achieves full sovereignty and takes charge of its internal matters, the troublemakers are becoming more than just vocal.” Verrill let out a bitter bark of laughter. “That’s probably what triggered the attack on this place, come to think of it. Keep the bennies flowing, and we’ll stop cutting throats.”

“Maybe,” Bain admitted. “We’d better put out a communique telling every citizen of this attack and warning farmers and ranchers, especially those in outlying areas, that they’re now vulnerable. Will you do it, or should I?”

“I’ll do so,” Verrill replied. “But I’ll run the text by you first.”

Bain nodded once. 

“Done. When you write it, keep in mind that the 27th Constabulary is already stretched to the limit since we’re still only at half-strength, so make no promises of protection on our part. What with the deps becoming more active, our investigating this,” she made a sweeping gesture with her arm, “and our regular policing tasks, we don’t have enough constables or hours in the day. The ranchers and farmers need to protect themselves, at least until a QRF can respond.”

“Let’s hope this was a one-off.”

“We must expect more attacks, sir. That’s almost guaranteed after the complete success of this one. Our only option is to hope that the next raid will be less lethal as people will be more vigilant.

“How many of the scum do you think did this?” He nodded at the burned-out house.

A shrug. 

“Hard to tell. Whatever surveillance sensors they had, the control center with its recordings is somewhere under those ashes, probably melted into an unrecognizable blob. But I’d say there was a fair number of them. Perhaps as many as forty or fifty. Maybe even more. A dozen ground cars could easily carry up to seventy.”

“And many of the farms and ranches have twenty or fewer people, not all of them armed.” Verrill sighed. “I wish I knew who the driving force behind the deps was. They certainly didn’t organize themselves into a large raiding force on their own, that’s for sure. Off-worlders must be involved.”

“Agreed, and we’ll look for that driving force, but again, don’t hold your breath. We’re simply too underpowered for those sorts of investigations.” Bain hesitated for a few seconds. “You could always ask the Fleet to provide aid to civil authority. I think the situation is such that they would send Marines to backstop us and the local police forces. After all, Garonne is technically still a Federation colony, even though you’re almost independent.”

“Ask the Fleet or the Federation government on Wyvern?”

“The government, via the Minister of Defense, who’s empowered to authorize aid to civil authority under the Federation’s constitution. But send a copy of the request to the Grand Admiral at the same time. It’ll speed things up.” Bain paused again. “Sir, getting a battalion of Marines would make a world of difference. They could institute the sort of patrols that might discourage the insurgents from attacking isolated farmsteads.”

“Very well. I shall make the appeal. But if you’re right, a lot more people will die before the Marines get here.”

And she was. Three nights later, attackers targeted a farm in the Holback region, located three hundred and fifty kilometers south of Iskellian, the capital. Even though the thirty inhabitants were ready, warned by President Verrill’s message, they all perished, but not before taking a dozen assailants with them. The attackers torched the farm itself, as well as the surrounding fields.

Then, a company of the 27th Constabulary, based on a tip they’d find evidence concerning the fatal attack on the Senesca ranch, attempted to raid a notorious dep stronghold in Tianjin’s no-go quarter but were bloodily repulsed with six casualties among the constables. It quickly became clear that the so-called informant was in the opposition's pay, and the company was lured into a deadly ambush. 

The running gun battle between heavily armed deps and the Constabulary turned into a rout for the latter because their rules of engagement prohibited them from risking the lives of bystanders. The deps had no such rules and caught a dozen civilians in the crossfire.

Verrill considered declaring Tianjin to be in a state of insurrection. But Bain convinced him otherwise. The authorities simply didn’t have the strength to deal with it, and any declaration would have been an empty gesture ripe for mockery.

Within days of making the request for aid to civil authority, Verrill received a reply from Wyvern. The Federation government had issued orders to Fleet HQ. It would send a force capable of stopping the depredations as fast as possible.
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— Three —

 

Brigadier General Zachary Thomas Decker, Deputy Commander - Operations of the 1st Special Forces Division, smiled at the memories resurfacing as he read the order from SOFCOM to deploy an SF squadron to Garonne. He and his spouse, Rear Admiral Hera Talyn — she’d been a commander and he a chief warrant officer at the time — had worked with Verrill’s insurgents to overthrow the colonial government a decade earlier. What he wouldn’t give to be a lieutenant colonel again and revisit the place at the head of Ghost Squadron to put the damned deps and their enablers out of business for good.

But those sorts of black ops were for younger people, and Decker found his current duties rather enjoyable despite himself. He was the man who dispatched SF companies and squadrons around the Federation and beyond its borders on secret missions. And he knew all there was to know about each of them, making him SOFCOM’s closest thing to an omniscient officer. It also meant that he couldn't leave Caledonia except by special permission and that he had to keep SOFCOM informed of all his movements in case the opposition ever targeted him for kidnapping or elimination. Not that anyone attempting to get at the information stored in his capacious brain would be successful. Decker was fully conditioned against interrogation and would die before revealing a single bit of data.

He didn’t have to look up where the division’s squadrons were on the road to high readiness and which were already deployed — he also had that information in his head. And as luck would have it, across the three SF regiments, his old unit, Ghost Squadron, was the only one fully reconstituted and within days of being declared ready for further operations. Considering the by now nasty and swiftly deteriorating situation on Garonne, he couldn’t have asked for better than humanity’s premier black ops outfit.

Decker glanced at the time and decided he’d go up to Fort Arnhem and personally brief Curtis Delgado, Ghost Squadron’s new commanding officer. It had been several weeks since he last visited the Special Forces home station, and he needed to breathe in its pure air to regenerate himself. Even though he no longer wore the winged dagger insignia on his beret but that of general officers — crossed swords over a starburst — he would remain an SF trooper until the day he died.

After calling the Joint Base Sanctum motor pool for an aircar, he promptly switched into battledress, anticipating that Delgado would likely be out in the field performing the last validation exercises. 

Decker always kept a complete set of uniforms in his office closet and didn’t need to visit his quarters. Then, he left a note for his spouse and SOFCOM saying he was driving himself to Fort Arnhem and would return by seventeen hundred hours.

Hera called him just before he was about to leave his office.

“Off to the Fort, are you? Does that have anything to do with the situation on Garonne?”

“As a matter of fact, it does. Ghost Squadron is next up on the high readiness roster, and I’m going to brief Curtis myself on the mission, considering our history with the place.”

“Would you like to have Miko accompany them? She’s available, and, as you might recall, she played a significant role during our last visit to Garonne.”

Chief Warrant Officer Miko Steiger, Federation Marine Corps, detailed to Naval Intelligence’s Special Operations Division, which Hera Talyn commanded, had become one of the most skilled and deadliest undercover agents in special ops, as good as Decker and Talyn were in their day.

“You have to ask? Of course, I’d like Miko in on it. She’s ideal to infiltrate the deportees behind the latest outrages.”

“That’s what I thought. Hang on for half an hour, and I’ll have her join you on your visit upcountry.”

“Alright, it’s a deal. Make sure she’s wearing battledress. We may have to visit Curtis in the field.”

Less than twenty minutes later, a tall, muscular blond wearing a chief warrant officer’s four silver bars on her battledress collar and a beret with a military intelligence cap badge appeared in the doorway to Decker’s office and saluted.

“CWO Steiger reporting to the general as ordered.”

Decker, who sat behind his desk, momentarily stiffened to attention and nodded since he was bareheaded.

“How are you, Miko?”

“Growing tired of doing analysis work instead of excelling in my strengths.”

Decker smiled at her. 

“You can’t always be out in the field. Otherwise, you lose your edge, which doesn’t help an agent’s long-term survival. Hera and I also did office stints between outings when we were field operatives.”

She sighed theatrically. 

“I am aware of that. Am I correct in thinking you have a mission in mind for Ghost Squadron?”

“Yep, on one of our old stomping grounds, Garonne. You must have seen the most recent intelligence reports.”

Steiger nodded. 

“Looks like it’s getting rough out there.”

“President Verrill — remember him — he’s still running the place. He requested aid to civil authority, and we drew the job, which means the situation there is already beyond a regular Marine battalion’s abilities.”

“And that’s saying a lot.”

Decker climbed to his feet and picked up his beret. 

“The aircar should be waiting for us outside.”

They found it in one of the visitor spots in front of SOCOM’s entrance to the giant Fleet HQ building, and it unlocked at their approach. Decker climbed behind the controls.

“Shouldn’t I be doing that, Zack?” Steiger asked in an amused tone once she sat in the passenger seat. “As in, generals ride while warrant officers drive.”

Decker gave her a mock glare. 

“The Almighty forbid. I’ve seen you fly aircars before, Miko.”

“And what’s wrong with my technique?”

“In bed, nothing. Otherwise, plenty.” Decker lit up the power plant and drove it through the Joint Base Sanctum main gate. Once on the ring highway, he switched on the antigrav and the thrusters, sending the car into the air under Sanctum central traffic control’s oversight, accelerating until they reached four hundred kilometers an hour at five hundred meters altitude above the ground. Decker put the car in autopilot and turned to face Steiger.

“So, what’s Hera been having you do lately?”

“Analyzing the reports from other undercover agents in the field. Looking for stress points, things that are off, mistakes — the subtle signs they’ve been compromised.”

“I recall that being interesting, especially during the Black Sword debacle.”

“Oh, for sure it is. But I prefer being out there, bamboozling senior Commonwealth officials, cutting throats — you know, doing fun stuff.”

Decker grimaced. 

“I hear you. If I had my druthers, I’d strap on my Pathfinder knife and return to Garonne in person.”

Steiger winked at him. 

“Surely, you mean your fatal blade, Zack.”

They set down on the road leading up to Fort Arnhem’s main gate and stopped at the security post, where they presented their credentials.

“Welcome back, General,” the private who stood guard snapped off a salute as he opened the barrier. Decker returned the salute and drove through, heading for the 1st SF Regiment’s HQ.

There, he parked in the VIP slot, climbed out, and stretched. 

“We’ll say hi to Josh before we find Curtis.”

“Of course.”

The guard must have called ahead because Colonel Josh Bayliss, the 1st SF Regiment’s commanding officer, popped through the HQ building’s front doors, a welcoming smile pasted on his craggy face. He saluted as he walked toward them.

“Good morning, General. And how are they hanging on this fine day?” Bayliss asked in his deep voice.

“One lower than the other, Josh.”

“And how are you, Chief Warrant Officer Steiger?”

“Stuck behind a desk and bored.”

“To what do I owe the honor of your visit? Since you brought Miko, it has to be a mission for Ghost Squadron.” Bayliss gestured toward the door. “Do you have a few minutes for a coffee and a brief chat?”

“Of course, Josh. Lead on.”

When they settled in Bayliss' office, coffee mugs in hand, Decker asked, “What do you know about the current situation on Garonne?”

“Not much. My attention has been on regimental matters lately.”

Bayliss’ face took on a serious expression as Decker explained about the deportee raids on ranches and farms and the fact that someone was organizing them. Yet, they were unaware of the individuals involved and the reasons behind it.

“I guess it must be serious if President Verrill sent up the red flag,” he said when Decker was done.

“Probably on the suggestion of the 27th Constabulary Regiment’s CO. They’re overwhelmed and taking casualties. That’s how bad it is. Mind you, they’re still understrength but as good as any gray-leg outfit.”

“I’m sure Curtis will be delighted to visit the site of one of your former glories for his first mission as Ghost Squadron’s CO. He’s doing really well, by the way.”

“As we expected, hence his early promotion to lieutenant colonel. What’s he up to right now?”

“Finishing off field problems with the 1st Marine Light Infantry as opfor. It’s a mere formality. As far as I’m concerned, Ghost Squadron is at high readiness status already.”

“Good. The sooner they leave for Garonne, the better.”

“What ship?”

“Iolanthe. She’s the only Q ship currently in the Caledonia system. Since I expect some wet work to deal with the deps and their enablers, the mission needs plausible deniability, meaning it’ll be a black op. Hence Miko being part of it.”

“Understood. And how are things with you at HQ?”

“Good. Jimmy Martinson is still as easygoing as ever and stays out of my way while running interference for me with SOCOM and the Grand Admiral.”

“How’s Kal?”

“Having the time of his life as head of the Grand Admiral’s Political Planning and Analysis Division. He’s spending a lot of time on Wyvern, and I suspect our Kal is gently guiding the Federation president and her government in the right direction. I tell you, Kal hides a political streak a parsec wide under that ironic smile and those Pathfinder wings.”

A twinkle appeared in Bayliss’ eyes. “And Saga?”

Decker grinned at his old friend. “Doing splendidly as one of Kal’s political analysts, but she’s going to be some pissed at me for sending Curtis away for the Almighty knows for how long right after he comes out of high readiness testing.”

“Ah, young love. They’ll either find a way to make it work across the stars, or they’ll end up being ships passing each other in hyperspace.”

“Saga and Curtis?” Steiger asked with an air of surprise. “When did that happen?”

Decker shrugged.

“About a year ago. They never said how it developed and have kept things low-key, but Hera and I have hosted both for supper at our residence a few times now.” The grin returned. “And they’re so cute together.”

“You’d accept Curtis Delgado as a son-in-law?”

“He’s in my top ten list of candidates. At least we have many interests in common. But don’t let them know that. They must decide for themselves.”

Steiger smirked. 

“I’ll bet. I can just see the two of you swapping war stories over a glass of whiskey late at night while Saga and Hera commiserate about husbands whose first love is the Marine Corps.”

“Laugh as much as you want, but Curtis is an exceptional officer and a fine human being.”

“Oh, without a doubt. I’m just having a tough time picturing you with grandkids.”

“Whoa. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.” Decker drained the coffee mug. “And now, Josh, if you could get us to where we can talk with Curtis, we’ll get out of your hair. Or at least what’s left of it.”

Decker winked at his oldest friend as the latter let out a low mock growl at the jab.

“My hair is just fine, General, sir.”
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— Four —

 

Lieutenant Colonel Curtis Delgado stiffened to attention when he spied the single silver star on his visitor’s collar. A fraction of a second later, so did Chief Warrant Officer Metellus Testo, the squadron’s operations officer. Both were in a field command post established beneath layers of cammo cloth, which made it almost invisible from the ground and undetectable from the air. They were standing by a map projection of the Fort Arnhem training area with tiny blue and red markers. 

“General, sir. To what do we owe the honor?” Delgado smiled broadly. “Wait. Don’t tell me. If that’s Miko right behind you, I’m going to guess you’ve got a mission for the squadron.”

Decker glanced over his shoulder at Steiger. 

“Can’t hide anything from the lad, can we?”

“Nope. He’s as smart as he is handsome.”

Then Decker stuck out his hand, and they shook. “How are you, Curtis?”

“Just grand, sir. I never figured I’d get to command Ghost Squadron. Hell, I didn’t think I’d get beyond major.”

“You earned it fair and square.” Decker turned to Testo. “And how’s the Warrant doing this morning?”

Testo grinned as he took Decker’s hand. 

“Keeping the colonel out of trouble, as usual, sir.”

“Where’s Emery?” Decker asked, referring to Squadron Sergeant Major Hak.

“He’s out having fun with the MLI.”

“You mean he’s acting like a one-man wrecking crew just for shits and giggles.”

Delgado gave Decker a half-shrug. 

“Yeah, that about sums it up. In his defense, he was getting bored in the command post once the companies deployed for the final field problem.”

“You have about thirty minutes to spare for me?”

“Sure, sir. Metellus can oversee the rest of the exercise. Shall we leave him to it?” He gestured at the command post’s opening, beyond which dense vegetation in all directions cut the horizon down to a few paces. They exited and sat on fallen logs under a gray sky threatening an imminent drenching.

“So, what’s the mission?” Delgado asked.

“You’re taking Ghost Squadron to an old stomping ground of mine, Hera’s and Miko’s — Garonne, in the Rim Sector.”

Delgado nodded but said nothing. He knew Decker would tell him everything in his own way.

“Garonne has a particular problem with deportees from Celeste which owned the place until the Federation seceded. It resettled countless thousands of undesirables, petty criminals, and troublemakers on Garonne during the fifteen or so years leading up to secession, with most resettled in the final five years. We — Miko, Hera, and I — helped Garonne win home rule while a petition for sovereign star system status wound its way through the courts. The Supreme Court of the Commonwealth rejected the request and kicked the decision back to the Senate, which sat on it. But Celeste's anger led them to increase the number of deportees shipped to Garonne and insert violent criminals into the mix. This was done so they could both empty their own prisons and destabilize the Garonne government. Secession ended that, but by then, the minor troubles caused by the deportees were growing into colossal problems.”

Decker paused for a few heartbeats.

“Now, it seems someone is organizing them. They’ve graduated from mere criminality to small-time terrorist attacks over the last six months and recently took it several notches higher.” Decker went on to recount the assault on the ranches, farms, and the Constabulary. “The Garonne government has asked for aid to civil authority and you’re it.”

“I assume the fact you’re sending Ghost Squadron means you want the problem solved permanently without creating a big splash?” Delgado asked, tilting his head in question.

Decker tapped the side of his nose with an extended index finger. 

“Find out who’s organizing them and ensure they’ll never do it again. Take out the leaders and the most violent among the deportees, definitely anyone involved in the large-scale massacres.”

Delgado nodded once. 

“Got it.”

“Of course, that means it’s a blacker-than-black operation. The squadron is going in as an undercover mercenary outfit. You and a few of your senior folks can identify yourselves to President Verrill and Chief Superintendent Bain, the CO of the 27th Constabulary because some coordination will be required. But no one will know the squadron's size nor how you deploy it. And you’ll definitely not take visible credit for any successes, not even with Verrill and Bain.”

“Understood. When are we leaving, and on what ship?”

“Monday, aboard Iolanthe. That’ll give you three days to sort yourselves out and then take the weekend off.” Decker pulled a memory chip from his tunic pocket and handed it to Delgado. “Everything you need is on here. Call me directly if you have any questions after reading this, even after hours, if necessary. Even better, come to Sanctum on Friday after work. Hera and I will treat you to supper, and we can discuss any issues you might see.”

A lazy grin appeared on Delgado’s face. 

“Will Captain Decker be there, sir?”

“Unless she’s called to join General Ryent on Wyvern between now and then, I suppose I can invite her too,” Decker said in a dubious tone as he climbed to his feet. 

“Oh, and Josh asked me to pass something along.” Decker grinned at the younger man. “Endex. You’re now officially at high readiness and available for immediate deployment. Pack ‘em up and head back to the barn.”

“Yes, sir.” 

Delgado jumped up and snapped off a salute. 

“Warrant Testo,” he called out. “Endex. Have the companies head to their pickup points and warn Major Tesser so he can send the transports. And tell the 1st MLI thanks for playing.”

“We got a mission, sir?”

“Yep. If the general would be kind enough to take me back to the base with him, I’ll leave now and digest the information he handed over. Let’s have a command group meeting at fifteen hundred hours.”

Testo stuck his face through the command post opening. 

“Will do, sir. Where are we going?”

“Garonne, in the Rim.”

“Nice. I’ve never been there.”

Decker clapped Delgado on the shoulder. 

“Of course, I’ll give you a lift. Grab your gear.”

Delgado returned to the command post and emerged again with a pack, helmet, and carbine. 

“Ready, sir.”

They walked out of the command post hide to where Decker had parked the all-terrain ground car borrowed from regimental HQ beneath a dense canopy of trees bordering a rutted dirt track of the sort common in the Fort Arnhem training area. Delgado tossed his pack and helmet into the back and climbed in beside Decker, while Steiger sat behind them.

“Still driving yourself, sir?”

Decker jerked a thumb over his shoulder. 

“It’s safer than the alternative.”

Delgado chuckled. 

“You’re a braver man than I am to disrespect Chief Warrant Officer Steiger, General. Her body count must be astronomical by now.”

“You do remember who I married, n’est-ce-pas? One of the greatest assassins of our time.”

A wince. 

“Right. Never mind.”

When they were back at the main base, Decker and Steiger joined Josh Bayliss for lunch in the Pegasus Club. Delgado said he would munch on a sandwich while going through the memory chip and organizing his thoughts for the command conference. After eating, the two visitors made their farewells and returned to Sanctum.

“Ever thought of applying for a commission, Miko?” Decker asked once they were airborne and headed down the Nestor Valley toward the capital. “As a chief warrant officer, you could become an instant major, like I did.”

“Nah. If I become a field grade officer, they’ll expect more bullshit from me, like leading a team, and I’m a loner by inclination. My grade school reports consistently mentioned my inability to play well with others. Besides, the pay is almost the same, so why take on more grief?”

“True.”

“I have no ambitions to rise any further. Heck, if it weren’t for you, I’d still be a happy freelancer selling my services to those with both scruples and money.”

“Of which there are very few, if any, in the galaxy. I’ve found money and scruples have an inverse relationship. Besides, admit it, you’re a lot happier back in the Service doing good for humanity.”

Steiger blew him a kiss. 

“You know me so well, Zack.”

“Flattery will get you everywhere, sweetheart, except back in my bed.”

She gave him a sly smile. 

“I wouldn’t even dare try. Your wife is a lot scarier than anyone else I’ve ever met.”

Decker burst out laughing. 

“And coming from you, that says a lot.”
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— Five —

 

Delgado opened the door to Captain Saga Decker’s unit in one of Joint Base Sanctum’s junior officers’ apartment blocks, having been added to the permission list months earlier.

“Honey, I’m home!”

When he got no answer, Delgado poked his head into every room and realized Saga hadn’t returned yet, and a smile spread across his face as he contemplated the options he had to greet her. Such as reclining on the sofa in the altogether.

Nevertheless, the front door opening and Saga Decker walking in put an end to any nascent plan. She stopped the moment she spotted him and broke into a broad smile.

Decker was tall, with shoulder-length blond hair framing a strong yet finely chiseled face dominated by the intensely blue eyes she’d inherited from her father. Seeing her for the first time after they’d been apart always made Delgado’s heart skip a beat.

“You’re early,” she said in a mock accusatory tone.

“I took the regular shuttle from Fort Arnhem, which means I’m on time, and you’re late.” He walked over to where she stood and took her in his arms. “But you can make it up to me.”

Saga returned his embrace but then broke away and smiled seductively. 

“We’re due at Dad’s and Hera’s place in half an hour, Curtis, and I’d rather take my time with you, especially since you’re going off-world for a few months. I’ll make it up to you once we’re back after supper.”

“Ah, you heard about my little trip.”

“There’s little I don’t hear as one of General Ryent’s intelligence analysts. But I got it from Dad. He wanted to ensure I made the most of my weekend with you.”

Delgado grinned back at her. 

“Well, what do you know? The old man is playing Cupid.”

“He really likes you, Curtis. You remind him of what he could have been if he hadn’t screwed up by the numbers when he was a command sergeant.”

“And yet he still made general.”

“Sure, but it cost him more than most men could bear to get back in the game. And no, I won’t tell you. Those are his stories, and he’ll either share them with you someday or not. Be aware that he has no objection to having you as his son-in-law. “Not that it's a marriage proposal,” she hastily added when she saw the glint in Delgado's eyes.

“Aw, damn.” He put on an air of massive disappointment.

Saga let out a delighted peal of laughter. 

“Making big puppy eyes at me won’t help your case. Now, let me change into civilian clothes. Yes, you can watch if you like,” she said, noticing the lecherous look that replaced his earlier expression. She headed for her bedroom. “Follow me and get an eyeful. Maybe it’ll prime you for later and make things that much more passionate.”

“I don’t see how they could. It’s the pinnacle of pleasure every time with you.”

“So that's the only thing you want from me — sex?”

Delgado stuck his tongue out at Saga as she unbuttoned her tunic. 

“You know I’m eager for the entire package.”

She slapped her bum. 

“You mean this package?”

“Well, yeah, that part of it too. Are you sure we don’t have time?”

“No.” Saga finished stripping off her uniform and slipped on khaki slacks, a short-sleeved green blouse, and loafers. “We're heading to Dad's place, and although I'm aware of how quick you can be, I'm nowhere near as fast, and I want to enjoy myself.”

“You’re a hard woman.”

She winked at him. 

“Just as long as you’re a hard man later.”

They walked across Joint Base Sanctum’s residential area to flag officers’ row under a late afternoon sun, chatting about their respective work weeks. The Decker-Talyn residence was under the latter’s name since she outranked her husband and, therefore, slightly larger and more luxurious than a brigadier general’s would have been.

As they climbed the steps to the front door, it opened, and Zack Decker appeared, wearing an obnoxiously loud shirt of the sort he enjoyed shocking people with, tan slacks, and a big smile.

“Saga, Curtis, come in, come in.”

“How are you this evening, sir?” Delgado asked as he shook hands with Decker after the latter embraced his daughter.

“What have I repeatedly told you about that?” Decker growled. “Seeing as you’re in our home and wearing civvies.”
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